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EDITORIAL
Income Tax Experts
Every wide-awake accountant knows that in the future prac
tice of his profession one of the principal factors will be the prepa
ration of income tax returns for corporations, partnerships and
individual tax-payers. Whether the public approves or not an
income tax is here to stay for a generation or two and probably for
many generations. Therefore accountants, as the only logical
interpreters of statistics, can safely look forward to a constantly
increasing volume of income tax practice as the public comes to a
comprehension of the truth that no one not an accountant can be
trusted to prepare the reports upon which the tax must be assessed.
In the term income tax we include of course excess profits tax,
war profits tax and all other tax levies based upon the excess of
income over expenditure of the corporate or individual taxpayer.
Admitting then the practical certainty that the accountant must
be the income tax advisor of the public we must also recognize
that income tax practice will be one of the chief sources of revenue
to the profession. Consequently it does not require the son of a
prophet to see that it behooves the accountant to do nothing to
jeopardize the development of a most important feature of present
and future accountancy. Yet we frequently hear of persons de
scribing themselves as accountants doing the things which above
all others will drive the taxpayer to seek advice and assistance
elsewhere.
The mails have been much burdened of late by circular letters
emanating from accountants and pseudo-accountants of a general
style and tenor somewhat as follows:
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Bill Sikes & Co., certified public accountants, having made a special
study of all the problems arising in the making of income tax returns,
and having on their staff a large number of experts in all tax matters,
are prepared to assist you to make up your tax returns. They can show
how to avoid the payment of any more than the law requires. You may
save thousands of dollars by employing them. Mr. Autolycus will be in
your city on Thursday, January 30th, and will be glad to call upon you to
explain the proposition. An interview implies no obligation.

Unfortunately the type of letter quoted is not rare—nor is it
always the production of some obscure practitioner or fly-by-night
impostor. We have seen such letters from firms that should know
better—much better.
And, more unfortunately, there are many circular letters be
side which our specimen would shine as a very gem of ethical con
servatism.
Is the accountant a fool or does he think he can fool the public
all the time? Such letters as we have quoted have at least two
effects.
In the first place they do not state facts and no sane man of
business could be expected to mistake the assertions for facts.
Nobody knows all about income tax and in all probability nobody
ever will. The experienced and reputable accountant knows more
about tax returns than anybody else knows but there are some
things even he can learn. The man who says that he knows all
things displays utter contempt for the perspicacity of his hearers.
In the second place such circular letters appeal principally to
the man who wishes to squirm out of paying his just obligation to
the government.
During the war there was a depth of patriotism and enthusi
asm spread over the country which overwhelmed even the usually
dishonest, and there was not a serious amount of tax evasion. But
with the approach of peace and the cessation of actual fighting
many men who had not the vileness to defraud the government at
war will revive enough of their innate dishonesty to evade the
taxes of a government at peace.
Circular letters such as we have quoted do not specifically say
that the writers will assist the taxpayer to avoid payment of what
he owes—but they certainly imply it. And their appeal will be
only to that class to which tax evasion appears profitable and
proper.
Not long ago a young lawyer came into the office of this maga
zine and after presenting his card and explaining his peculiar
135

The Journal of Accountancy

qualifications as a raveller of legal knots said: “I can show you
how to avoid paying income tax—and you won’t run any risk.”
At that point the interview terminated in an unusually abrupt
manner.
The point of this story is that any crook would dare to make
so bald and bold an offer to persons whom he had never seen and
whose circumstances at least would suggest a fair degree of com
mon decency. There must be many men to whom tax evasion is
agreeable, or the expounder of false returns would find his occu
pation gone.
We do not argue from this that all the accountants who adver
tise that they can prevent excess payments would consent to make
up returns of a wilfully misleading nature—but the recipient of
such a circular might well be pardoned if he inferred as much.
A duty rests upon the American Institute of Accountants and
all local organizations of accountants, and upon their individual
members as well, to see that reprehensible advertisement in regard
to income tax practice—and of course all other undesirable pub
licity in every field of professional labor—be absolutely prohibited.
There will always be unworthy men who will pander to the de
sires of dishonesty, but ultimately the public will differentiate be
tween the good accountant and the bad as it has been necessary
to make a sharp distinction between members of the bar. The
reputable majority of accountants must exercise special care to
avoid anything which is susceptible to misinterpretation. Doubt
ful solicitation of work by accountants obscures the dividing line
between the good and the bad—and the public cannot be expected
to penetrate such obscurity.

For Those Who Fought
The American people are much concerned today with the
problem of employment for the discharged soldiers and for the
great numbers of men and women thrown out of work by the
closing of most of the manufacturing plants which were engaged
on war contracts. Every trade and every profession—in these
days trade always precedes profession in order of consideration—
is expected to receive back the men who left at the call or the
demand of their country. Some trades are doing so. Most pro
fessions are doing so.
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Some professions, however, can do more and better than that,
and it seems to us accountancy is particularly well situated to take
into its ranks many of the returning soldiers and sailors who were
not accountants in the past. Especially in the case of men so
wounded as to preclude their participation in active physical effort
it seems that accountancy may hold out an alluring opportunity.
Of course it would be utterly foolish to think that every returning
soldier or sailor would ever be able to do valuable accounting work.
But if one man in every hundred has the education and ability
which in the coming years may be expanded and augmented to a
point of accounting efficiency it is surely worth while. There has
always been a dearth of well qualified men in the profession. May
not the coming scarcity of employment for any except the physi
cally active and the existing scarcity of accountants be made to
offset each other to some extent ? Accountancy offers good com
pensation and the work is attractive to those who have the neces
sary analytical mind. This thought is presented for the considera
tion of the profession and others interested.
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